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Abstract: There are various principles for layout design such as 
balance, rhythm, unity and harmony, but each principle has often 
been introduced as a separate concept rather than within an 
integrated and systematic structure, so that designers and design 
students have to keep practices for the acquisition of skills. The paper 
seeks to develop a conceptual framework for a systematic mapping of 
layout design principles by using Yin and Yang and the Five Elements. 
Yin and Yang theory explains all natural phenomena with its own 
conceptual model and facilitates finding harmony and balance 
between the visual elements in terms of systematic and organic 
relations. Most common and well-known layout design principles are 
defined with 10 different resources such as design books and articles, 
and have been remapped following with the structure of Yin and Yang 
and the Five Elements. A systematic framework explaining the 
relationships of design principles was created and 32 design students 
parti- cipated in its efficiency test. The outcome suggests there is a 
high possibility that the framework can be used in professional fields 
and design education. 
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Introduction 
 
Background and Purpose 
 
THERE ARE MANY design principles being used in layout design such as balance, 
rhythm, unity and harmony. Many books, articles and lesson plans have introduced 
the principles in terms of visual judgment and practical development of artworks, yet 
each principle is explained as a separate and independent entity that they are likely 
to have no relationship to each other. Therefore, there is a tendency that applying 
and the principles for a layout design is heavily reliant on the designer’s intention, 
creativity, and expertise regardless of whether or not the designer recognizes and 
manipulates the principles in practice (Chen at al. 2003). Such unsystematic, 
fragmented and ill-defined structure of the layout design and practice could mislead 
students into selecting the principles according to their personal aesthetic 
preferences or even disregarding them in their real production practice. This may 
cause students to be constrained by their own limits set on their preferences or 
teacher’s capability (Kelly 2001). Therefore, they will overcome this constraint only 
through continuous practices and professional experiences. It can be presumed that 
this unproductive and uncommunicative design practice and learning may be derived 
from ignorance of the importance of communication with the audience (Erickson 
1995) which it enables the designers to go beyond their boundaries. 
 
The principle of YYFE – Yin and Yang and the Five Elements is a method of explaining 
all natural phenomena (Kang et al. 2003; Kim 1998). The principles have been applied 
into all natural, medical and social sciences and they are one of powerful thoughts, 
ideas and philosophies which have been influenced all oriental people’s life and 
culture. They were devised by the ancient Chinese and have been expanded, grown 
and applied in Asians’ life with a variety of forms and applications until today. As YYFE 
provides a conceptual framework for understanding nature (Kang et al. 2003; Kim 
1998), it is possible that layout design principles also can be defined and structure as 
a systematic framework (Kang et al. 2004) and, furthermore, a layout outcome can be 
eval- uated with the framework in a nature-friendly and harmonious form (Choi 
2003). The paper aims to define relationships of design principles and create its 
framework by using YYFE. It is named the Yin and Yang and Design Principles (YYDP). 
The YYDP is meant to assist designers (or design students) to overview the design 
principles as an entity and to arrange them in a systematic and consistent manner. 
Furthermore, it is also expected to enable design educators effectively and efficiently 
communicate with students through its integrated framework and language. 
 
  
 
Scope and Method 
 
Procedure 
 
To develop and evaluate YYDP, the project was conducted with the following steps: 
 
•    Developing YYDP on the basis of YYFE 
•    Selecting participants 
•    Preparing a questionnaire 
•    Creating six layout designs for a web page 
•    Pre-assessment by three designers 
•    Setting up an online test 
•    Requesting all participants about this online test 
•    Collecting the data and analyzing it 
 
 
Questionnaire 
 
The test questionnaire aims to evaluate whether or not a layout design created by 
using YYDP is able to be re-formed by the participants. In addition, it is to examine 
whether or not YYDP based design outcomes are acceptable from the design 
objective and aesthetically appeal to the audience. The questionnaire of each layout 
design consists of 5 questions that assess two categories; look & feel design and 
participant’s visual assessment. The look & feel design is intended to evaluate a 
layout design with three different levels: overall, second and third views as YYDP has 
(refer to the section of the layout design principles in relation to Yin and Yang and the 
Five Elements). This visual assessment structure is fitted into a heuristic evaluation 
that the participants will take a look at each layout design three times and it helps 
them to assess it in detail (Nielsen 2000). The expected outcomes are that the correct 
response rates of each look & feel should be over at least 66.66% (100% – 1/3), 
60.00% (100% – 2/5) and 60.00% (100% – 2/5) respectively. 
  
Layout Design 
 
Six layout designs have been created by using YYDP (Figure 2). As shown in Figure 1, 
Four design components: an image (circle), navigation bar (rectangular), text (lines) 
and a web banner (rectangular and letter B), were used to create the layouts that are 
common components from majority web pages (Park 2008). The layout dimension is 
400 by 300 pixels and any other colors were not used on given components except 
adjusting its grayscale. 
 
 
Figure 1: Given Components 
 
 
Figure 2: Six Layout Designs 
  
 
Online Test 
 
An online test method was chosen in conducting this project, so all participants are 
anonym- ous. It is considered that there is no chance of any adverse consequences 
arising from the test proposed (Couper 2000; Gunn 2002).The target participants 
were 117 students who completed a graphic design subject during 2007. They were 
informed regarding this online test via email, and the test was being operated for 14 
days only. The respondents were expec- ted to visit the test web page and complete 
the questionnaire. 
 
 
Limitation 
 
YYDP may not include some design principles that are currently taught in other design 
schools or used in industry. Therefore, it needs to be applied in the real design 
process and evaluated by design practitioners and professional designers in future 
research. It also requires to be examined in terms of its usefulness and effectiveness 
in relation to designer’s creative capability. The layout designs created by the 
researcher may be limited to illustrate the principles chosen. Every designer has a 
different visual interpretation and aesthetic understanding of a layout design, so that 
the outcomes should vary (Chen et al. 2003). To embed the chosen design principles 
into each layout design, therefore, the layout designs were assessed and revised by 
three other designers before launching the online test. 
 
 
Yin and Yang and the Five Elements 
 
Yin and Yang 
 
Yin and Yang are originated from Ch’i (life energy). Chi is formless, but creates forms 
and formless, material and immaterial (Montenegro 2003). Therefore, all objects in 
the world are fundamentally consisted of the Yin Ch’i and the Yang Ch’i with its own 
balance. Fur- thermore, a single object made by human is also containing its own Yin 
and Yang. 
 
  
However, it is important to know that a combination of Yin and Yang does not always 
create harmony. If an object is overwhelmed by either Yin or Yang, it loses its 
balance. Each object pursues its own balance and harmony through the repetition of 
the rise and decline of Yin and Yang that is the law of nature. Once Yin is prosperous 
and then Yang is declined, vice versa. For example, a Yang is beginning to rise at the 
winter solstice which indicates the point of minimum Yang, and become the 
maximum energy of Yang at the summer sol- stice. A Yin is beginning to rise at the 
summer solstice which indicates the point of minimum Yin, and Yang is beginning to 
decline. This is the circulation of Yin and Yang that occurs in all nature (Lee, Jeong & 
Jeong 2003). 
 
 
The Five Elements 
 
The interaction of Yin and Yang principles subdivides itself with Yin and Yang again 
that Yin consists of its own Yin and Yang, and Yang does its own Yin and Yang (Kim 
1998; Wiseman & Ellis 1994). As a result, the interaction produces the Five Elements 
that enable change to take place within the world. The Five Elements are not just 
elements in the literal sense of the word, but is a process of production that 
represents cyclic movements (Lee, Jeong & Jeong 2003). In other words, the Five 
Elements are hyperactive, but not physical substance forming everything in heaven 
and earth. 
 
The Five Elements are wood, fire, earth, metal and water. They are in both 
compatible and incompatible (Kang et al. 2003). The compatible relations in the Five 
Elements are that wood generates fire, fire does earth (ash, soil), earth does metal, 
metal does water and water does wood. The incompatible relations are that wood 
grows in earth, earth absorbs water, water quenches fire, fire melts metal; metal cuts 
wood. In practice, the doctrine of Five Ele- ments has been extended in many areas 
such as direction, color, emotion and tastes. For example, five colors are green 
(wood), red (fire), yellow (earth), white (metal) and black (water). 
  
 
Figure 3: Yin and Yang and the Five Elements 
 
Yin and Yang is divisible infinitely and all phenomena may be classified as Yin and 
Yang in contrast to another. Each Yin or Yang possesses both Yin and Yang aspects 
that may be further subdivided in the same way (Wiseman & Ellis 1994). The Five 
Elements are derived from a Yin and Yang by the divisible process (Kim 1998). Figure 
3 above illustrates the di- visible process of Yin and Yang and generation of the Five 
Elements. The following list describes features of each element in accordance with 
the figure 3 (Esko 2006; Kemp-Welch 
2004; Wiseman & Ellis 1994). 
 
 Wood is a Yang and represents the beginning of new life as spring brings new 
plants. 
 Fire is the most Yang of the elements that represents the hot summer and a 
blast of heat. 
 Earth (soil) is basically a Yin, but it can exist in either a Yang or a Yin state. It 
aids the other elements by assigned to the intercessor and the center. Earth 
represents unity and balance that the earth is open and receptive to the 
other elements. 
 Metal: is a Yin and represents the beginning of rest, completion and harvest. 
 Water: is the most Yin that gives life on the planet. It represents creativity, 
flexibility and change. 
  
 
 
 
 
Yin and Yang Principles 
 
No one thing is completely absolutely yang or completely absolutely yin, and every 
phe- nomenon contains Yin and Yang. The following list describes the principles of Yin 
and Yang (Esko 2006; Kemp-Welch 2004; Wiseman & Ellis 1994) that addresses key 
features and helps to understand its mechanism. 
 
 Mutual opposition: Yin and Yang are opposite each other and its opposition 
creates energy. Yin and Yang has a relation between two opposite attributes 
and composite an entity. 
 Interdependence: One cannot exist without the other. They are indispensable 
each 
 other. Everything is relative that Yang engenders Yin and vice versa. 
 Counterbalance: Yin and Yang counterbalance each other. The balance will be 
main- tained by consuming and supporting each other. 
 Mutual convertibility: Yin and Yang are transformable each other. When Yin 
reaches to a certain level, then it is converted to Yang and vice versa. 
 
 
Layout Design Principles 
 
Layout design is to arrange the design elements on a page on account of design 
objectives and themes. Layout design is to understand the target audience in terms 
of their visual per- ception and create a visual structure with the design elements. A 
successful layout design is to arrange all design elements in a visual pleasing and a 
balanced way, and can deliver its message in an effective way (A Digital Dreamer 
2006; Graham 2001). 
  
 
 
 
 
Table 1: Design Principles 
 
 
  
As shown in Table 1, there are many design principles having been used in layout 
design. Some principles are the same meaning, but different names. For example, 
Dominance principle is compatible to Emphasis principle that determines the visual 
weight of a layout (McClurg- Genevese 2005). Some principles are more 
comprehensive concepts including others as sub- categories. For example, Movement 
principle includes Rhythm and Repetition in terms of they produce a sense of 
movement. In addition, Symmetrical and Asymmetrical principles are a way of 
creating a balanced layout. As a result, the principles collected from 10 resources 
(Table 1) are rearranged and integrated into 9 principles that could be most 
comprehensive and representative principles of layout design. The following list 
presents the 9 principles and the definition of each principle. 
 
 Balance refers to a visual equilibrium among elements that produces the 
same important in visual weight. 
 Emphasis differentiates an element from others that produces variety and 
visual tension. 
 Harmony refers to all parts of the visual image relating to and complementing 
each other. 
 Movement in terms of visual design refers to movements and changes in a 
visual flow that adds a sense of vitality and existence on a layout. 
 Proportion is concerned with the relative size of the design objects. 
 Symmetry refers to the overall visual weight of a composition. 
 Rhythm refers to repetitive movements that produce dynamic regularity. 
 Variety creates the differences in elements and a visual interest in terms of 
sizes, colors and shapes that often accompany a sense of movement. 
 Unity creates a feeling of wholeness and the quality of completeness that all 
the parts come together. 
The Layout Design Principles in Relation to Yin and Yang and the Five Elements 
 
Yin and Yang and Stability and Dynamics 
 
As a combination of Yin and Yang generates energy and change, selecting the Yin and 
the Yang from the design principles is the most important task to lay the foundations 
for devel- oping a systematic map of design principles. Park (2008) defines 10 design 
principles for the layout design - stability, balance, dynamics, variety, emphasis, scale, 
proportion, harmony, rhythm and movement, and classifies them with three tiers and 
  
he choose stable, dynamic and scale for the primary principles that are most 
comprehensive and inclusive concepts. These three principles coexist in a good layout 
design with different importance and visual weight, and the rest of the principles are 
supportive to the primary principles (Park 2008). These three principles, stable, 
dynamic and scale provide key concepts in combining design principles and YYFE in 
terms of their conceptual and structural primitiveness that enables other principles to 
be integrated into and generate an organic relation among the elements. 
Yang is progressive, resolute, creative, imaginative, artistic and active; while Yin is 
static, sustainable, peaceful and passive (Kemp-Welch 2004; Sodan 1998). Yin is 
absorbing, storing, and static; while Yang is generating, emitting and dynamic (Kemp-
Welch 2004; Sodan 1998). Dynamics in visual design refers that the visual elements 
are active and energetic that let the audience experience a power of movement and 
energy; while Stability in terms of visual design refers to symmetrical and balanced 
structure that represents visual calmness and quietness (Park 2008; Chen et al. 2003). 
Yang is equivalent to dynamic principle in layout design; while Yin is to stable 
principle (Sodan 1998). As Yin and Yang circulate endlessly and let it rise and fall 
together with prosperity and decay, a layout design consists of dynamics and stability 
and its characteristic is fundamentally defined by the dominance of Yin (stability) or 
Yang (dynamic). Stable and dynamic principles are dual forces forming a visual 
composition. 
 
 
Five Elements vs. Design Principles 
 
As the interaction of Yin and Yang produces the Five Elements, the relationship 
between dynamic and stable principles determines the rest principles enabling to 
generate various emotions and expressions. As the Five Elements represent a process 
of production, consid- ering and reflecting the rest principles in the design process is 
to generate an appropriate layout design. Therefore, it implies that the principles 
could be remapped out in accordance with the characteristics of the Five Elements. 
As the Five Elements are divided into 5 cat- egories like Small Yang, Large Yang, 
Yin/Yang - Intercessor, Small Yin and Large Yang (Figure 3), so the 10 principles can be 
classified as Table 2 below. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Table 2: Design Principles according to the Five Elements 
 
 
In terms of the divisibility of Yin and Yang, there are sub-classifications in each 
category according to its dominance of Yin and Yang. As shown in Table 2, Variety, 
Emphasis, Movement and Rhythm belong to Dynamic (Yang) as they are 
characterized by moods of dynamic, energy, movement and change. Furthermore, 
these Yang principles are classified again depending on its relative degree of 
dynamics (Yang). Movement and Rhythm have a more Yang than Variety and 
Emphasis in term of their direct movement energy, but Movement is a more 
comprehensive and inclusive concept than Rhythm, and Variety is more compre- 
hensive than Emphasis in terms of its visual dynamics. 
 
Meanwhile, Unity, Harmony, Balance and (A)Symmetry are related to Yin in that they 
are characterized by static and not moving. The relative degree of Yin and Yang also 
defines their relations like Unity and Harmony into the same category and Balance 
and (A)Symmetry into the other. Balance and (A)Symmetry possess a more Yin in 
terms of its less flexibility and changeability than Unity and Harmony. These four 
principles also have a hierarchical relation that Balance is larger than (A)Symmetry 
and Unity is larger than Harmony in terms of possessing Yin. 
 
Lastly, Scale in terms of visual design refers to adjusting its size or extent and the 
spatial relationship between the objects or/and the background. According to Table 2 
above (also refers to Figure 4 in the next session), Scale principle is assigned as the 
intercessor which is a Yin basically, but it can be either a Yin and a Yang in that it can 
support both Static and Dynamic principle in a layout design by adjusting the sizes of 
the design elements (Park 2008; Chen et al. 2003). In addition, Proportion is a more 
detailed level of Scale in terms of managing size ratio. 
Yin and Yang and Design Principles 
 
Figure 4 below is the interpretation of layout design principles from YYFE. According 
  
to this diagram, good layout design means that a layout design is appropriately 
composed of Stable and Dynamic principles by using Scale for an intended visual 
weight and composition. Either one selected will be extended within the framework. 
In other words, the initial layout design concept set from the primary principles will 
be extended with the Five Elements in the development process, and one or more 
principles can be chosen as a predominant in the layout (Choi 2003). 
 
 
Figure 4: Yin and Yang and Design Principles 
 
Therefore, applying YYDP in a layout design development is an endeavor to create a 
harmonized and balanced design that enables the designer to be free from the 
artificial, discursive and inconsistent manipulation of the design elements. 
Furthermore, it allows defining a good relation among the principles in terms of the 
compatible and incompatible relations. 
Outcomes 
 
The online test was conducted twice with the participant groups. 37 students in total 
participated and there were 5 invalid responses such as no response and the 
repetition of the same number. As a result, 32 respondents were chosen as valid for 
analysis. Table 3 below is the results of the test. 
  
  
  
Table 3: Outcomes 
 
 
The following table below shows the correct response rates of each look & feel that 
approximately correspond to the expected outcomes. 
  
 
 
 
 
Table 4: The Rate of Choosing the Principles According to the Levels 
 
 
The results of the question 4 and 5 of each layout indicate that the respondents agree 
to the layout designs by and large, but the sixth layout was chosen as the 
respondents’ favorite and most suitable layout design for the web page design of a 
hypothetical design firm. As the layout was intentionally designed by using Dynamic 
in the first tier, Unity/Movement in the second tier and Asymmetry/Rhythm in the 
third layer, these principles could be regarded as the key principles for developing a 
layout design for this type of web site and audience group (the respondents). 
Conclusion 
 
There are various principles for layout design such as balance, rhythm, unity and 
harmony, but each principle has often been introduced as a separate concept rather 
than within an in- tegrated and systematic structure, so that designers and design 
students have to keep practices for the acquisition of skills. The paper seeks to 
develop a conceptual framework for a sys- tematic mapping of layout design 
principles by using Yin and Yang and the Five Elements. Yin and Yang theory explains 
all natural phenomena with its own conceptual model and facilitates finding harmony 
and balance between the elements in terms of systematic and organic relations. Most 
common and well-known layout design principles are defined with 10 different 
resources such as design books and articles, and have been remapped following with 
the structure of Yin and Yang and the Five Elements. A systematic framework 
explaining the relationships of design principles was created and 32 design students 
participated in its efficiency test. The outcome suggests there is a high possibility that 
the framework can be used in professional fields and design education. 
  
 
The paper suggested a systematic framework of the layout design principles (YYDP) 
developed with understanding of YYFE. It aimed to define the relationships of the 
design principles in order to suggest a more effective way of layout design 
development. Ultimately, the framework pursues finding harmony and balance 
between the visual elements in terms of systematic and organic relations of the 
design principles. As the test outcomes indicate, YYDP has a high possibility of 
utilizing in layout design practice and education. As a result, the layout design 
principles could be delivered to the students in a more efficient and effective way 
through the YYDP framework. It is expected to help students as well as designers to 
acquire not only practical skills, but also critical visual assessment capability. 
Furthermore, this structuralized visual language will enhance communication among 
the stakeholders; teacher, students and target audiences, so that it keeps pushing the 
boundaries of creativity and innovation. For future research, the YYDP framework 
needs to be expanded to include the formless design elements such as color, pattern 
and texture, and evaluated by practitioners in terms of its effectiveness of supporting 
their creativity. 
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